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Key findings
Our research on Latino fathers suggests they have strengths, 
but also face challenges likely linked to their own and their 
children’s well-being. The majority of Hispanic fathers live with 
all their children and their romantic partner. Few have fathered 
children with more than one woman, and most are employed—
characteristics that are associated with positive child and adult 
well-being. On the other hand, most Latino fathers are low-income 
and few have obtained more than a high school education—
characteristics associated with poorer child outcomes and 
limited economic mobility. We also found divergent patterns of 
opportunity and risk (e.g., educational attainment, interactions 
with the criminal justice system) by immigration status, 
highlighting important variability among Latinos that researchers, 
practitioners, and policymakers should be aware of to better 
understand and serve Latino populations in the United States. 

The majority of Latino fathers are immigrants. The immigrant 
experience is a key distinguishing feature of Latino fathers, with 
several stark differences found in the life experiences of Latino 
fathers who are immigrants versus those who were born in the 
United States.

•	 Most Hispanic fathers (64 percent) are immigrants, and half 
are Spanish-dominant speakers.c

•	 Immigrant Hispanic fathers have lower rates of multiple-
partner fertility and teen fatherhood, and fewer have ever 
been in prison, jail, or juvenile detention than their U.S.-born 
counterparts.

•	 Despite these differences, immigrant and U.S.-born Latino 
fathers share several important features. Hispanic fathers 
across groups tend to live with all of their kids and tend to be 
employed, for example. 

Most Hispanic fathers possess many characteristics that research 
suggests may promote child well-being. 

•	 Roughly three quarters (73 percent) of Hispanic fathers live 
with all of their children.

•	 Most (82 percent) Hispanic fathers are currently married or 
cohabiting.

•	 And, most (85 percent) Hispanic fathers have children with 
only one partner. 

Most Hispanic fathers are employed, but have low levels of 
formal education, with few having received more than a high 
school education. 

•	 The vast majority of Hispanic fathers—89 percent—worked 
full-time or part-time in the last week, and 71 percent worked 
all 12 months of the last year.

c	  We consider fathers who chose Spanish for the audio portion of the National Survey for Family Growth to be Spanish-language dominant.
d	 Hispanic fathers in the sample are representative of Hispanic fathers with biological children in the United States in the year 2008. 
e	 Analyses available upon request.  

•	 Roughly three quarters of Hispanic fathers have a high school 
education or less. 

The majority of Hispanic fathers have low income. 

•	 Sixty-three percent of Latino fathers have low income, defined 
as a household income at or below twice the federal poverty 
line (an annual income of $42,400 for a family of four in 2008d).

•	 With a few exceptions, we found no differences in the 
characteristics of Latino fathers by income group, perhaps in 
part because the majority of Latino fathers are low-income.e 
Among the characteristics that did vary by income group were 
education and employment in the last week—all variables 
that are highly correlated with income.  

Data source and methodology
The data for this brief come from the 2006 to 2010 wave of the 
National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG). This wave of the NSFG 
is sampled and weighted to be nationally representative of 
men ages 15 to 44 living in households in the United States at 
the midpoint of data collection (in 2008) (n = 10,403). The NSFG 
samples adults of childbearing age; thus, it provides national 
estimates of characteristics of resident and non-resident fathers. 
The study gathers information on family life, including marriage 
and divorce, and reproductive health, including pregnancy, births, 
contraceptive use, and infertility. Our analytical sample is limited 
to Hispanic men between the ages of 18-44 with at least one living 
biological child 18 years old or younger (n = 1,102). 

We present data on the characteristics of all Hispanic fathers, 
as well as subgroup analyses comparing characteristics of 
U.S.-born (n = 408) to immigrant (n = 694) Hispanic fathers. 
We report on: nativity status, years in the United States, age at 
entry into fatherhood, number of children, resident versus non-
resident fatherhood status, marital and residential relationship 
status, multiple-partner fertility, Spanish-language dominance, 
educational attainment, incarceration history (i.e., ever been 
in jail, prison or juvenile detention), low-income status, and 
labor force participation. These variables represent important 
characteristics linked both to fathers’ involvement with children 
and to children’s developmental outcomes and well-being.12-15 The 
findings for all Hispanic fathers are presented in Table 1, and the 
findings by nativity status are presented in Table 2. All analyses 
were conducted in Stata and were weighted to be nationally 
representative of U.S. Latino fathers. We conducted tests of 
difference between immigrant groups (U.S.-born versus immigrant 
fathers); significant group differences are noted in the figures and 
appendix.
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Definitions

a	  The NSFG did not ask whether men lived with a partner of the same sex.
b	  These categories are mutually exclusive (i.e., respondents selected one category that best described their status). It is possible, however, that fathers could be 

legally married, but separated and living with a new partner; such cases would not be detected through the marital status question.
c	Dinan, K. A. (2009). Budgeting for basic needs: A struggle for working families. New York, NY: National Center for Children in Poverty. 

Fathers’ nativity status was determined based on a self-reported 
question, “were you born outside of the United States?” Fathers 
who answered yes were coded as being foreign-born or an 
immigrant. 

Fathers’ age at entry into fatherhood and whether they were 
a teen father (became a father under age 20) is based on their 
reports of how old they were when their first child was born. 

Fathers’ number of biological children is based on self-reports 
of the number of biological children they have with current and 
past female partner(s), including marital and non-marital partners. 
Fathers also reported on the age of each of their biological 
children at the time of the interview (categorized in the interview 
as less than 5 years old, 5 to 18 years old, or 19 years old or older) 
and whether they currently lived with each child. Using these 
reports, we combined all reported biological children who were 
aged 18 or younger to estimate how many living children fathers 
have under age 19. 

Using reports of living arrangements, we also categorized each 
father as a resident father if he lived with all his biological children, 
non-residential if he did not live with any of his biological 
children, and mixed status if he lived with at least one but not 
all of his biological children. We also used reports on biological 
children with current and former partners to determine fathers’ 
multiple-partner fertility, which is defined as having at least two 
children with different mothers. 

Fathers reported on whether they were currently married, not 
married but living with a partner of the opposite sex,a widowed, 
divorced, separated, or never married. Using these categories, 
we define fathers’ marital and residential relationship status as 
married, cohabiting, never married, or other.b 

The NSFG does not have a question or set of questions that assess 
language proficiency, so we used the only indicator of language 
preference available—whether fathers chose to hear the audio 
portion of the interview in Spanish or English. As such, we do not 

have a direct indicator of fathers’ English fluency. That is, fathers 
may be fluent in English and simply prefer Spanish. We consider 
fathers who chose Spanish for the audio portion of the survey to 
be Spanish-language dominant. 

Fathers reported on the number of years of education they 
completed, and the NSFG constructed a variable to indicate 
fathers’ educational attainment, incorporating years of education 
with degrees obtained (e.g., high school degree). We categorized 
fathers’ education attainment as less than a high school degree, a 
high school degree or GED, and post-secondary education.

Incarceration history indicates whether the father has ever spent 
time in prison, jail or in juvenile detention. The location was not 
specified, so fathers’ answers could include incarceration at any 
point in their lives and in any country.

We include several indicators of labor force participation. 
Fathers reported on their labor force participation in the last week 
across several items, and the NSFG categorizes them as full-
time employed (working 35 hours or more per week), part-time 
employed (working fewer than 35 hours per week), looking for 
work, or out of the labor market (e.g., in school, keeping house). 
We also provide indicators of the stability of fathers’ labor force 
participation: whether fathers reported that they worked all 12 
months of the last year, and whether they worked 3 or fewer 
months of the last year. Last, we include fathers’ reports of how 
many jobs they worked in the last week (or in the last week they 
worked if they were currently unemployed). 

Fathers’ income status was categorized as low-income if they lived 
in households with incomes at or below 200 percent of the federal 
poverty line, defined as income below $42,400 for a family of four 
in 2008—what many experts agree is the minimum needed for 
a family to make ends meet.c We examined but do not report on 
differences in fathers’ characteristics by income status (low-income 
fathers versus their non-low income peers), because there were 
few significant differences between income groups. That analysis is 
available upon request. 
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Findings

f	  It is possible that immigrant Latino fathers are more likely to have a mix of resident and non-resident children in part because they had children in another  
country before coming to the United States, who did not emigrate with them. However, the NSFG does not provide sufficient data to examine this. 

Because the immigrant experience is so common among Latino 
fathers, and because our data suggest that in order to understand 
other characteristics of Latino fathers, it is important to know 
whether they are immigrants, we begin our description of Latino 
fathers with a look at their nativity status. 

The immigrant experience 
is common among Latino 
fathers. The vast majority—64 
percent—of Hispanic fathers are 
immigrants. Latino immigrant 
fathers have lived in the United 
States for nearly 14 years, on 
average, and half of all Hispanic fathers are Spanish-language 
dominant (50 percent). 

The average Hispanic father has 2.3 children and is nearly 24 
years old when their first child is born (see Table 1). Immigrant 

Hispanic fathers have slightly more 
children (2.4) than their U.S.-born 
counterparts (2.0; see Table 2). 
However, the average age at entry 
into fatherhood is roughly the same 
for immigrant (23.8) and U.S.-born 
Hispanic fathers (23.7 years old). 

Roughly 1 in 5 Hispanic fathers (19 percent) had a child as a 
teen. U.S.-born Hispanic fathers are almost twice as likely to have 
become a parent during their teen years (27 percent) as their 
immigrant counterparts (14 percent; Figure 1). 

Figure 1. Teen fatherhood and multiple-partner fertility are more 
common among U.S.-born Latino fathers than their immigrant peers.
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The vast majority of Hispanic fathers live with all of their 
biological children and their partner. Overall, 73 percent of 
Hispanic fathers live with all their children (see Figure 2). Roughly 
1 in 4 (24 percent) do not live with any of their children, and 3 
percent live with some but not all of their children (see Table 1). 

Fathers’ residential status with their children differs by nativity 
status. Roughly equal proportions of immigrant and U.S.-born 
Hispanic fathers live with all of their children (73 percent of 
both immigrant and U.S.-born Latino fathers), or with none of 
their children (23 percent of immigrant fathers and 27 percent 
of U.S.-born fathers). However, immigrant Hispanic fathers were 
more likely (4 percent) to have a mix of resident and non-resident 
children than their U.S.-born peers (0.5 percent).f  

Figure 2. Most Hispanic fathers live with their children and 
partner.

0%

25%

50%

75%

100%

Reside with partnerReside with all children

73% 73% 73%

82%
87%

74%a

U.S.-bornImmigrantOverall

Hispanic fathers’ residential status with their children and 
partner by nativity status, 2006-2010

Source: National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG), 2006-2010
Note: "Reside with partner" includes fathers who are cohabiting or married. 
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Among all Hispanic fathers, 58 percent are married and 24 percent 
are cohabiting; in total, over 80 percent of Hispanic fathers live 
with their partner (see Figure 2). Hispanic immigrant fathers were 
more likely to be married than their non-immigrant counterparts 
(see Table 2). 

Latino fathers 
have an average  
of 2.3 kids.

64 percent of 
Latino fathers 
are immigrants.

f	 It is possible that immigrant Latino fathers are more likely to have a mix of resident 
and non-resident children in part because they had children in another  
country before coming to the United States, who did not emigrate with them.  
However, the NSFG does not provide sufficient data to examine this. 
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Few Hispanic fathers have children with more than one woman. 
Fifteen percent of Latino fathers have children with more than 
one woman (see Table 1). U.S.-born Latino fathers were almost 
twice as likely to have children with more than one woman as their 
immigrant counterparts (22 percent vs. 11 percent; see Figure 1). 

Latino fathers have strong engagement in the labor market. 
Nearly all Hispanic fathers reported having worked (either part-
time or full-time) in the last week (89 percent). Fathers’ labor force 
participation in the last week differed by nativity status, with 
more immigrant Latino fathers having worked part-time in the 
last week (16 percent) than their U.S.-born peers (10 percent). 
Moreover, nearly twice as many U.S.-born Hispanic fathers were 
looking for work in the last week (11 percent) compared to their 
immigrant peers (6 percent; see Figure 3). Hispanic fathers worked, 
on average, one job in the last week (see Table 1); this did not differ 
across immigrant groups. Looking at Hispanic fathers’ employment 
over the last year, most Hispanic fathers worked all 12 months of 
the last year (71 percent), with few (11 percent) working 3 months 
or fewer in the last year, suggesting stability in their employment 
(see Table 1). 

Figure 3. Nearly all Hispanic fathers were employed in the past 
week.
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Close to half of Hispanic fathers do not have a high school 
degree. Forty-six percent of Hispanic fathers have completed less 
than a high school education, but educational attainment differs 
by immigrant status. More immigrant fathers have not completed 
a high school education (59 percent) than their U.S.-born peers 
(22 percent; see Figure 4). Fewer immigrant Hispanic fathers have 
earned a high school degree (27 percent) or completed some post-
secondary education (14 percent) than their U.S.-born peers (38 
and 39 percent, respectively). 

Figure 4. Hispanic fathers—immigrants, in particular—have low 
levels of education.
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Nearly two thirds (63 percent) of Hispanic fathers are low-
income (live in households with income at or below 200 percent 
of the federal poverty line). There are stark nativity differences in 
low-income status; nearly three fourths (73 percent) of immigrant 
Hispanic fathers are low-income, compared with roughly a quarter 
(27 percent) of U.S.-born Hispanic fathers (see Figure 5). 

Figure 5. Two thirds of Hispanic fathers are in low-income 
households, and there are large differences in low-income status 
by nativity status.

0%

25%

50%

75%

100%

U.S.-bornImmigrantOverall

63%

73%

27%a

Hispanic fathers' income status by nativity status, 2006-2010

 Source: National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG), 2006-2010
a. Indicates significant differences between immigrant and non-immigrant 
Hispanic fathers at the p=.001 level 

Less than a quarter (22 percent) of Hispanic fathers have ever 
been in prison, jail, or in juvenile detention. However, we see 
large differences by nativity status, with 4 times fewer immigrant 
Hispanic fathers (11 percent) having ever been incarcerated, jailed, 
or in juvenile detention compared to their U.S.-born peers (44 
percent; see Figure 6).

Figure 6.  Fewer than 1 in 4 Latino fathers have ever been in 
prison, jail, or juvenile detention, with immigrant Latino fathers 
having substantially lower rates than their U.S.-born counterparts.
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